Panchayats have been the backbone of the Indian villages since the beginning of the recorded history. Gandhiji's dream of every village being a republic has been translated into reality with the introduction of three-tier Panchayati Raj system to enlist people's participation in rural reconstruction. 24 April 1993 is a landmark day in the history of Panchayati Raj in India as on this day the Constitution (73rd Amendment) Act, 1992 came into force to provide constitutional status to the Panchayati Raj Institutions. The Gram Sabha is defined in Section 2(16) of the Panchayati Raj Act, 1992 as a body consisting of persons registered in the electoral roll relating to a village comprised within the area of Gram Panchayat.
IMPORTANCE
In Panchayat Raj System the Gram Sabha occupies a very important place. The democratic decentralisation envisages decentralised planning. Many of the state functions have been transferred to the Panchayat Raj bodies for better and effective implementation. This involves micro-level planning at district, taluk and village level. The Gram Sabha has a key role in bringing about transparency in the functioning of the Gram Panchayats, in ensuring equitable distribution of benefits, in creatio,n of community assets where these are needed and in bringing about social cohesion. It has been envisaged that Gram Sabhas shall plan and prioritize development works to be taken up in the village; approve annual plan for the Gram Panchayat; seek active participation of women, scheduled castes and scheduled tribes; ensure transparency in the working of Gram Panchayat; exercise the right to check the accounts of the Gram Panchayat, select beneficiaries under various schemes of the Central Government undertaken for rural development, and move towards full control over management of natural resources. According to the report of the Working Group on Decentralization 2002, (Department of Rural Development and Panchayat Raj, Government of Karnataka),-Every PR law gives a prominent legal position to the institution of the Gram Sabha, but in practice, this is only a formal obeisance. Often, one is told, the utopian concept of people getting together to solve their problems does not work in the cold reality of local politics and power structures. We believe that if the concept does not work, it signifies an essential failure of democracy and renders weak the entire edifice of decentralized democratic governance through Panchayat Raj Institutions that is built on this principle. To neglect the Gram Sabha is a sub-optimal development strategy. A well functioning institution of Gram Sabha could work wonders as an instrument of people's empowerment, in more ways that we may well imagine. The working group is convinced that all efforts towards effective democratic decentralization would be almost futile without making the Gram Sabha truly representative of the people, their aspirations and their management skills. Empowering Gram Sabhas will surely dilute the discretionary powers of the Gram Panchayat members and reassert the character of villages as social units; regardless of whom the individuals vote for.
FUNCTIONS
Past experience of functioning of Gram Sabha in certain States in which it existed was, by and large, discouraging. Meetings were not held regularly or suggestions made by the Sabha members were ignored by the Gram Panchayat on one pretext or the other. Though there was legal provision in many states for penalising the Gram Panchayat chairperson for not convening meetings of the Sabha as prescribed, this did not prove effective. It therefore needs to be supplemented with other appropriate measures to ensure regular and suitable functioning of the Sabha now envisaged as an important part of the Panchayat system. The Gram Sabha has a variety of functions as per the' Act. They are:
1. To prepare and promote development schemes of the village; 2. To organize sanitation and drainage schemes of the village; 3. To mobilize voluntary labour and contribute in kind and cash for the community welfare programme; and 4. To assist the Panchayat in the implementation of developmental schemes pertaining to the village. 
MEETINGS OF GRAM SABHA

FUNCTIONING OF GRAM SABHAS
This has to be accomplished in most of the District. The role of the Gram Sabha is, perhaps, the most important in ensuring the success of Panchayati Raj Institutions at the village level. The role of local people in conducting social audit and fixing responsibility on Panchayat functionaries will also be effectively ensured with the Gram Sabhas becoming active. It is, therefore, essential that the village community perceives meetings of the Gram Sabha as useful and the most important factor for this is the 'empowerment' of the Gram Sabha. 
CAUSES OF FAILURE OF GRAM SABHAS
The causes of failure of Gram Sabha as an institution are numerous. It extends from the apathy of people to the procedural constraints and social reasons while conducting the Gram Sabha meeting. The state governments often do not give clear specification to the districts or its lower levels about the conduct of Gram Sabha meeting. Issues like time fixation, announcement of meeting place are left vague at Panchayat level. The state of Karnataka and Kerala, however, have taken a proactive role in strengthening this institution through statutory means, in order to realize the goals of rural development through democratic decentralization. Many of the concerned officers expressed their reluctance to attend Gram Sabha meeting in the village, despite the fact that their attendance was insisted upon by the government. Though a long list of activities was assigned for discussion in Gram Sabha meeting, many people are not at all aware of activities, such as health and adult education programmes in the village. The reasons for gradual decline in Gram Sabha attendance are: 1) Lack of People's Participation The structural arrangement for people's participation in the decentralized planning process through Gram Sabha at grass-root level is a non-starter in most of the areas due to official indifference and vested interests. The Adhyakshas therefore have to be trained in leadership qualities and communication skills from the district to the village level to successfully organize Gram Sabha and achieve' the desired goals of Panchayat Raj. 2) Appalling Poverty Due to poor living conditions and perennial scarcity of essential amenities like water, roads, schools and even burial grounds, a villager has no time or energy left to attend to larger community issues. 3) Attitude of Bureaucrats The lower level bureaucracy underrates the intelligence and capability of the people to offer suggestions for improvement of local administration, developmental programmes and betterment of services. They do not extend the normal courtesies of giving patient hearing to the people when they approach them with their grievances. This frustrates the people and they lose interest in the government programmes. Therefore, unless attitudinal change of the officials and elected representatives takes place, mere decentralization of administration and devolution of authority to PRIs will not elicit the faith of people in the system. 4) Inadequacy of People's Associations and Organisation As individuals, people grumble and groan against maladministration, yet they do not organize themselves into well-knit groups to fight for their common interests. Hence, citizens' awareness associations need to be formed to safeguard the public interest. The rural poor, the women and the marginalized get an opportunity to effectively participate in making fecisions that affect their own well-being as this is an open forum. Thus, giving prime place to the Gram Sabha in the system of local governance, the Union Ministry of Rural Development has made it mandatory that in some centrally sponsored schemes, the Gram Sabha should have final authority. 2) Participation of the community in the preparation of need-based action plans, their execution and monitoring.
3) Transparency information on availability of by displaying all relevant a bill board regarding estimates, funds and expenditure.
CONCLUSION
There is no doubt that the Gram Sabha has the potential capacity and capability to activate participatory process, it can serve useful purpose in promoting transparency and accountability at local level and if given an opportunity, it can prove to be a gateway for resonating direct democracy at the grass-roots level. It thus, goes without saying that a vibrant Gram Sabha can help in achieving the goals of sustainable rural development through decentralized governance. In addition, it can lubricate the potential of the people for rural development. In order to accelerate the emergence of Gram Sabhas, the powers and functions of Gram Sabha should be spelt out in detail, articulating their role as planners, decision-makers and auditors. Since the Government now stands as a major contributor to PRI funds, it seems appropriate to adopt both the language and methodology of monitoring and evaluation systems in the modern development context, rather than the outdated notions of inspection and supervision. In course of time, PRIs will, doubtless, attract other donor funds, which will be subjected to the same norms of accountability.
